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Version: 11-12 March 2023 

 

Each stanza enacts an identical rhythmic and visual process, as the baby grows into an 
old man bound for death. Life in all its ages is a rehearsal for the final verity. The shape 
is an emblem of mortification and finally of grace. The poem has an appropriate 

dwelling, an architecture, in this case heightened by the repeated “breath” and “death” 
rhymes in each stanza. “Denial,” “The Star” and “Frailty” are among the poems in 

which form itself is an object of meditation. [Schmidt, Michael. Lives of the Poets (p. 

225). Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group. Kindle Edition.]  

For Herbert happiness was always just such a reciprocal and not a solitary matter. It 
was his when he was on good terms with the life which he derived from his creator. 
When the exchanges between them were kind and lively, all was well. But it was not so 

when ‘things sort not to my will’ and when God was unresponsive–and that is the 

situation in ‘Denial’. Accurate about contact, he could be just as truthful about no 
contact. [Drury, John. Music at Midnight: The Life and Poetry of George Herbert (p. 377). 
The University of Chicago Press. Kindle Edition.] 

Herbert found physical images and, above all, a form and metre to express 

psychological disjunction. Iambs (short–longs) jostle discordantly with trochees (long–
shorts). The lines of each verse are, apart from the two minimally two-feet lines, 
unequal in length (four, two, five, three, two feet). There is near-chaos. Most 

effectively of all, the endings of the last lines of each verse fail to rhyme, 

discomfiting the reader. The most frustrated last line of all, ‘But no hearing’, comes up–
emphatically–twice in the centre of the poem. On the other hand, the very last line of all, 
‘And mend my rhyme’, is emphatic in a positive way. It rhymes with ‘Defer no time’ 

three lines before and also with ‘my mind may chime’ in the previous line. The long-

deferred satisfaction is well fastened. Yet it is still a matter of hope, of maybe and not 

of present experience. Herbert is clear about that. [Drury, John. Music at Midnight: The 

Life and Poetry of George Herbert (p. 378). The University of Chicago Press. Kindle 

Edition.] 
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SCRIPTURE TEXT 

 

The Oxford English Dictionary at “devotion” – “An act of worship; now only 
in plural, worship, ‘prayers’.” It can easily get into our religious understanding 
that if I do my devotion, then God is expected to deliver to me what I seek through 

those devotions. We reduce “devotion” to a transaction, or to “magic”. 

As to “devotions” see 1 Timothy 3: 

The Mystery of Our Religion.* 14 I am writing you about these matters, although I 
hope to visit you soon. 15 But if I should be delayed, you should know how to 
behave in the household of God, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and 
foundation of truth.e 16 Undeniably great is the mystery of devotion,  

Who* was manifested in the flesh,  
vindicated in the spirit,  
seen by angels,  
proclaimed to the Gentiles,  
believed in throughout the world,  
taken up in glory.f 1 

 
* In case there is some delay in the visit to Timothy at Ephesus planned for the near future, the 

present letter is being sent on ahead to arm and enlighten him in his task of preserving sound Christian 

conduct in the Ephesian church. The care he must exercise over this community is required by the 

profound nature of Christianity. It centers in Christ, appearing in human flesh, vindicated by the holy 

Spirit; the mystery of his person was revealed to the angels, announced to the Gentiles, and accepted 
by them in faith. He himself was taken up (through his resurrection and ascension) to the divine glory 

(1 Tm 3:16). This passage apparently includes part of a liturgical hymn used among the Christian 

communities in and around Ephesus. It consists of three couplets in typical Hebrew balance: flesh-spirit 

(contrast), seen-proclaimed (complementary), world-glory (contrast). 

e Eph 2:19–22. 

* Who: the reference is to Christ, who is himself “the mystery of our devotion.” Some 
predominantly Western manuscripts read “which,” harmonizing the gender of the pronoun with that of 

the Greek word for mystery; many later (eighth/ninth century on), predominantly Byzantine 

manuscripts read “God,” possibly for theological reasons. 

f Jn 1:14; Rom 1:3–4. 

1 New American Bible, Revised Edition. (Washington, DC: The United States Conference of 
Catholic Bishops, 2011), 1 Ti 3:14–16. 
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READING THE POEM 

 

The Oxford English Dictionary at “to deny” – “II. To say ‘no’ to the claims of. 
4. a. To refuse to recognize or acknowledge (a person or thing) as having a 
certain character or certain claims; to disown, disavow, repudiate, renounce.” 

It was not immediately clear to me what Herbert meant by “denial” as the title of this 

poem. But I think that the definition that I have placed above is the meaning that 
Herbert intends in this poem. 

DENIAL 

When2 my3 devotions4 could not pierce5 
Thy6 silent ears7; 

 
2 “When” – It will always be a mistake, and lack of maturity in the ways of God and prayer, to 

put God “on the clock”. Yet, because this is not recognized often, a person will regularly “being having 

trouble” with his or her prayer because “I prayed and prayed and God did not answer.” He or she has 

put God on the clock, and God does not work according to our timing but according to His. 

3 “my” – This suggests the priority of him, the one who is troubled by unsuccessful beseeching. 

Notice the rhyming of “my” and “Thy” in the next line. 

4 “devotions” – The Oxford English Dictionary: “An act of worship; now only in plural, worship, 

‘prayers’.” It can easily get into our religious understanding that if I do my devotion, then God is expected 

to deliver to me what I seek through those devotions. We reduce “devotion” to a transaction, or to 
“magic”. 

5 “pierce” – The Oxford English Dictionary at “to pierce” – “2. a. transitive. To penetrate or pass 

through or into (something), esp. as or in the manner of a sharp-pointed object; to run through or thrust 
into (a person or thing) with a sharp-pointed instrument; to stab, prick, or puncture. Frequently with a 

prepositional phrase indicating the site of the piercing or with through. Also figurative.” 

6 “Thy” – The Oxford English Dictionary at “thy” – “The possessive adjective corresponding to 

thou pronoun; Of or belonging to thee.” Notice this reverent way of speaking to God – “I and Thou”. Yet, 

what the author portrays of himself is not reverent, because he aggressively endeavors to pierce God’s 

ears! I think how upsetting it is to have to listen to someone with a piercing voice.  

7 “silent ears” – I forget the poetic term for this: it is not His ears that are “silent” but He Who is 

silent, does not reply to my “devotion”, which now we understand as having been a “beseeching”: not 

just praising God but trying to get some business done with God. But the playful way to reducing God to 
His ears (!) also captures how God’s self is not what the author seeks, but what God can deliver to him. 
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Then8 was my heart broken, as was my verse9: 
My breast10 was full of fears 

[5] And disorder11.189 

 
8 “Then” – The Oxford English Dictionary at “then” – “3. a. At the moment immediately following 

the action, etc. just spoken of; upon that, thereupon, directly after that; also in wider application, 
indicating the action or occurrence next in order of time: next, after that, afterwards, subsequently (often 

in contrast to first).” Notice the echoing of “When” (the first word of the poem) and “then”. Herbert 

describes a causality: when one thing happens, then the next thing follows. And while this is perceptive 
about how our feelings work in relation to unanswered prayers, it also carries a suggestion this this 

heartbreak was caused by God. And in this regard, we err when we assume that we know what God ought 

to do and when. 

9 “as was my verse” – The “thumping” of these single syllables feels like anger; one can almost 

heart the author’s emotions becoming intense: “Why have You not answered my “devotion” with a 

reply?!” 

10 “my breast” – The thoracic (upper) torso, home of the “heart”, which is in Herbert’s 

understanding, is “the temple” (one’s inner life, spiritual life) – the “temple of the Holy Spirit.” It is 

instructive in the mode of discernment that “the temple”, a person’s soul, is precisely the place that has 

become “full of fears”. Note how different “fears” are from “tears”. 

11 “disorder” – St. Augustine spoke of peace as “the tranquility of order.” And “disorder” in the 

spiritual vocabulary always has to do with desires, how competing desires fracture our capacity “to will 
one thing” as Kierkegaard called “purity of heart.” St. Ignatius famously referred to “disordered 

affections.” 

*189 The lack of harmony between man and God is suggested by the absence of rhyme at the end 
of each stanza save the last, where the restored harmony enables the poet to “mend my rhyme.” 
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My12 bent thoughts13, like a brittle14 bow15, 
Did fly asunder16: 

Each took his way17; some would to pleasures go, 

 
12 I wonder about the title of this poem – “denial”. Does it mean something different in each 

stanza of the poem? 

13 “my bent thoughts” – See reference to Evagrius of Pontus in the text given below the poem. It 
is interesting, and instructive, that Herbert does not use the word “sin”, but instead explains what sin is 

as a “bending” by desire towards harmful thoughts – the very thing that Evagrius of Pontus was so astute 

at describing. As so this, see Augustine: “Augustine, after he had been delivered from the chains of 

Manicheism, dedicated a work in defense of free will. For Augustine, the sin of every person follows the 
same mechanism operative in *Adam: it essentially consists in a turning from God (aversio a Deo), and 

a simultaneous turning toward created things (conversio ad creaturas), caused by the autonomous and 

rebellious use of free will not illumined and aided by divine grace (Quaest. Simpl. I, 2, 18). Sin is, 
therefore, acc. to this well-known definition, the will to entertain and obtain what justice prohibits, 

and that from which one is free to abstain (De duab. anima. 11, 15). Augustine’s answer to Manicheism 

developed from his acquisition of the *Neoplatonic idea that evil is not a substance, an autonomous 

nature opposed to the good, but a privatization, a deficiency of the good itself that sinful humans 
undergo by distancing themselves from God and dividing themselves among the multiplicity of 

natural creatures. The existence of human freedom presupposes that the ethical life must match the 

precepts contained in the law, i.e., the will of God manifested in the commandments of the *Decalogue. 

Only by adhering to the salvific norms of God can we hope to attain the profound deliverance from 
slavery to sin.” [Pier Franco Beatrice, Agostino Trapè, and Luigi Longobardo, “Sin,” Encyclopedia of 

Ancient Christianity (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic; InterVarsity Press, 2014) 595.] 

14 “brittle” – I have noticed in myself how when I get to feeling overwhelmed by too much 
coming at me, which often happens because I have not committed to making sure that I have enough 

play and exercise in my life to balance the strains of my life, I describe accurately myself as becoming 

“brittle” – the sinuous flexibility of healthiness lost. The Oxford English Dictionary at “brittle” – “1. a. Hard 

but liable to break easily; fragile, breakable; †friable (obsolete)…. 2. figurative. Inconstant, fickle; 
untrustworthy; unreliable. Now rare.” 

15 “bow” – I would have expected in relation to “bent thoughts” the noun “arrow”. Instead, it is 
the “bow”, which the archer pulls to launch an arrow. What I like about this is that the author captures 

the direct and muscular effort of the archer pulling back the bow, which suggests so much more the personal 

and disordered endeavor of the archer. 

16 “did fly asunder” – The verb “fly” would match better with an “arrow” – to “let fly” an arrow 

from a bow. But the author, instead” uses it to describe the pieces of an overly brittle bow “flying apart” 

with a loud snap. The Oxford English Dictionary at the adverb “asunder” - †1. Separately, individually, 

apart from others; (sometimes) spec. privately, in private. Obsolete…. 3. Into separate parts; in two; into 
pieces. Chiefly with reference to violent action, with verbs such as rend, tear, cut, break, burst, split, etc. 

Also figurative.” 

17 “each took his way” – That is, each “bent” thought. Analysis, as St. Ignatius enjoined in 

relation to such “bent thoughts”, means to see that toward which a thought is “bent”. One can 

definitively conclude that a thought is “bent” when it has carried a person to the (good or evil) object. 
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Some to the wars and thunder 
[10] Of alarms.18 

As good go anywhere,19 they say, 
As to benumb20 

Both knees and heart,21 in crying22 night and day, 
Come, come, my God, Oh come,190 

[15] But no hearing.23 

Oh24 that thou shouldst give25 dust a tongue26 

 
Earlier on in the life of a thought, it could appear that it is affixed on a good object, which is eventually 

proven wrong. 

18 “to the wars and thunder of alarms” – Not sure what the author means here by “the” here. But 
I think he means “to the wars” – the temptation to arm oneself and to solve one’s problems with military 

violence – and “to the thunder of alarms” – the temptation to become an anonymous, panicked 

participant in the "thundering herd”. 

19 “as good go anywhere, they say” – I do not know what this saying it to which the author 

refers. 

20 “benumb” – The Oxford English Dictionary at “to benumb” – “2. To render (the mental powers, 

the will, or the feelings) senseless or inert; to stupefy, deaden.” 

21 “both knees and heart” – The “knees” refer to praying, the act of praying (staying in trusting 
relationship God), the taste for which is “benumbed”; the “heart” is the “temple of the Holy Spirit”, the 

innermost self, which in line 4 is “full of fears”. 

22 “in crying” – I first concluded that he meant “crying” as in tears. But one does not have tears 

when one is “benumbed”. So, this “crying” must mean complaining, as people will do when they have no 

insight into the affections they have. 

*190 See Revelation 22:20. See the full text – the Epilogue or closing lines of the whole Book of 

Revelation included in the body of the text, underneath the poem. 

23 “But no hearing” – The author will repeat this as the last line of the next stanza also. But in 
lines 14-15, I think what the author is feeling is that the Scripture has enjoined him to say, and to mean, 

“Come!” to God. And the result, apparently, is that God “does not hear”. There is remonstrance in this, a 

challenge to God in this. 

24 “Oh” – Notice how this “Oh” echoes the “Oh come” of the Scriptural quotation. Notice also the 

rhyming sound of “Oh” then “no” and then “Oh” again. 

25 “you shouldst give” – I think what we are meant to understand is “Oh that you should have 

given dust a tongue / to cry to thee.” 

26 “to give dust a tongue” – A way of referring to human beings as made of “dust” by God. See 

Genesis 2: 7 Yahweh God shaped man from the soil of the ground and blew the breath of life into his 

nostrils, and man became a living being. [The New Jerusalem Bible (New York; London; Toronto; Sydney; 
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To cry27 to thee, 
And then not hear it crying!28 all day long 

My heart was in my knee,29 
[20] But no hearing.30 

Therefore,31 my soul lay out of sight,32 
Untun’d, unstrung: 33 

 
Auckland: Doubleday, 1990), Ge 2:7.] And of course, in the Ash Wednesday Service we hear, as ashes are 

placed on our foreheads: “You are dust / and to dust / you shall return.” 

27 “to cry” – I think that the author is using “cry” in different senses in these lines. See the OED 

entry that I have included in the body of my text, beneath the poem. 

28 “And then not hear it crying” – Again, his feelings suggest the deafness or willful disregard of 
him by God, but the fact that he is writing so beautiful and honest a poem indicates that his conviction is 

not that God is as his feeling make God appear at this moment. 

29 “My heart was in my knee” – Notice again this putting together, as in line 13, of “heart” and 
“knee”. But in this line heart and knee are now much closer, coincident: one in the other. 

30 “But no hearing” – The author might intend here a repetition of line 15, as his way of 
emphasizing what God has failed to do – to hear his cry. However, I am wondering whether the author is 

describing a subtle change starting to work in him. What do I mean? Well, if one is constantly crying out 

to God, then is it not the case that he or she is not able or willing to do much listening, much hearing? 

31 “Therefore” – The author is drawing a conclusion as if to an argument that he has been 

pursuing. But there is really no argument here; rather an expression of hurt and fear and the feeling of 

be ignored by God. This “therefore” seems more a “conclusion” of his affect more than it is the logical 

conclusion of a well-developed prosecution. 

32 “my soul lay out of sight” – I think what he means is what we recognize in those less mature, 

who feel hurt by someone else: they decide that the best thing to do is to inflict the same misery on the 
offending party. So, since God seems set on not paying attention to the author in prayer, so the one in 

prayer has decided to hide from, to ignore God – to “lay out of sight”. 

33 “untuned, unstrung” – Herbert cared very much for Music; he cared for it perhaps as much as 
he cared for poetry. But the image here is that his soul is being compared to a musical instrument, a 

stringed instrument, which he refuses (see Psalm 137 – “By the waters of Babylon…”) to “string”, so that 

he might “tune” it and then to play it. To leave such an instrument “unstrung” implies much more than 

refusing to play it. However, untuned is the way he has written this poem: lack of rhymes where one 
expects them; one critic notes the “chaos” in the form/structure of this poem as deliberate. 
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My feeble spirit,34 unable to look right,35 
Like a nipt blossom,36 hung37 

[25] Discontented.38 

Oh39 cheer and tune40 my heartless breast,41 
Defer no time;42 

That so thy favors granting my request, 43 

 
34 “My feeble spirit” – The Oxford English Dictionary at “feeble” – “A. adj. 1. Of persons or 

animals, their limbs or organs: Lacking strength, weak, infirm. Now implying an extreme degree of 
weakness, and suggesting either pity or contempt.” The use of “feeble” here suggests to me more self-

knowledge, more ownership of his feebleness, more that his use of “benumb” in line 12. 

35 “unable to look right” – I do not understand what he means. It feels way to much an American 
way of speaking to assume that Herbert is concerned about “how do I look?” 

36 “Like a nipt [nipped] blossom” – The Oxford English Dictionary at “nipped” – “That has been, 
or is, nipped (in various senses of nip v.1); pinched, compressed, tightly squeezed.” I had thought at 

“nipped” meant something completely removed from something else, such that “to nip” a blossom 

would mean to have removed it, as I used to “nip” the Petunias once they flowered, as a way to force the 

plant to make more flowers. 

37 “hung” – This verb is visually dramatic. It could suggest something that was happening in 

British society often: hanging criminals. 

38 “discontented” – The “dis-“prefix means “ill” or “sick”. Discontent is the state of a person 

when he or she has fallen for a temptation and has remained bound by that which has tempted them 

successfully. The Oxford English Dictionary at “discontent” – “The fact or condition of being dissatisfied 
with one's circumstances; lack of contentment; (in later use frequently) spec. general dissatisfaction with 

existing social or political conditions.” But also contained in the idea of “discontent” is indignation.  

39 “Oh” – With such a word, we have to guess at how it is “sounded” by the author; the meaning 
is in the way it is said. The Oxford English Dictionary at “oh” – “At the beginning of a clause. Expressing 

(according to intonation) surprise, frustration, discomfort, longing, disappointment, sorrow, relief, etc. 

Frequently preceding another interjection.” I am not confident that I know how to sound it. 

40 “cheer and tune” – These are imperative forms – a self-exhortation. At least he is not 

demanding that God act, exhorting God. “Tune” continues the idea that the soul is a musical instrument. 

41 “my heartless breast” – In verse 21, we learned how the author has put his soul “out of sight”, 

which here we learn means that he removed it from his breast! This reminds us that so much harm we 

suffer is self-inflicted. 

42 “Defer no time” – Another imperative. He is working hard to exhort himself to snap out of his 

spiritual funk. The Oxford English Dictionary at “to defer” – “transitive. To put off (action, procedure) to 

some later time; to delay, postpone.” 

43 “That so thy favors granting my request” – He is owning up to his turning from God in 

frustration, anger, or confusion and is working to put himself in a more appropriate relation to God. But I 
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They and my mind may chime, 
[30] And mend my rhyme44.45 

 

Line 6 –  

In relation to “bent thoughts”, I recall the profound work of Evagrius of Pontus 

(c 345-399 CE) - Evagrius’s doctrine begins from an acute observation of the 
psychology of the solitary, the vices which threaten him, and the *ascesis that 
purifies his heart and thoughts and leads him to the knowledge of God (gnōsis). 

This background explains the Evagrian conception of the world and of the 
spiritual life. The nous, created pure, fell from the cosmic Unity of divine 
contemplation. God then created the material world where the nous, diffused 

into a human soul and joined to the body, is redeemed through the successive 
phases of the spiritual life. In ascetic practice (praktikē) the soul fights against 

evil thoughts and the vices to purify itself of the passions and acquire the 

virtues. In this way it reaches the state of impassibility (apatheia), the necessary 

condition for passing to the phase of knowledge (gnōstikē). Starting at this point 
from the contemplation of creatures (physikē), it passes through various levels 
and reaches the highest degree of contemplation, that of the *Trinity (theologikē), 

its proper goal.46 

 
Line 14 –  

Revelation 22:16-21 –  

Epilogue 

 
am not sure that he has learned what his suffering has wanted him to understand: that our relationship 

with God is not transactional … unless we try to make it that. 

44 “They and my mind may chime / And mend my rhyme” – Such a gorgeous poetic pair of lines. 

Notice the healing this suggests: his poetry is now “mended”. 

45 George Herbert, The Country Parson, The Temple, ed. John N. Wall Jr. and Richard J. Payne, The 
Classics of Western Spirituality (New York; Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1981), 197–198. 

* articles within the EAC 

* articles within the EAC 

46 Jean Gribomont and D. Hombergen, “Evagrius of Pontus,” Encyclopedia of Ancient Christianity 
(Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic; InterVarsity Press, 2014) 889. 
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16 I, Jesus, have sent my angel to attest these things to you for the sake of 
the churches. I am the sprig from the root of David and the bright star of 

the morning.*  

17 The Spirit and the Brideg say, ‘Come!’ Let everyone who listens 

answer, ‘Come!’h Then let all who are thirsty come: all who want it may have 

the water of life, and have it free.* 18 This is my solemn attestation to all who 
hear the prophecies in this book:i if anyone adds anything to them, God 

will add to him every plague mentioned in the book;* 19 if anyone cuts 
anything out of the prophecies in this book, God will cut off his share of 
the tree of life and of the holy city, which are described in the book.  

20 The one who attests these things says: I am indeed coming soon.  

Amen; come, Lord Jesus.j  

21 May the grace of the Lord Jesus be with you all.k Amen.* 47 

 

Lines 17-18 – The Oxford English Dictionary at the verb “to cry” – “3. a. intransitive. To 
utter the voice loudly and with exclamatory effort, whether under the influence of 

emotion, as indignation, fear, pain, surprise, or merely in order to be heard afar, or 
above any noise that would prevent the ordinary speaking voice from being heard or 
distinguished; to call aloud (to a person), shout, vociferate. It differs 

from bawl, scream, screech, shriek, in that these describe particular tones used in crying. 

 

 
* 1:11seq. 2:28t 

* 21:6; Is 55:1 

* Dt 4:2 

* Ac 3:20–21; 1 Co 15:23o; Rm 16:20+ 

47 The New Jerusalem Bible (New York; London; Toronto; Sydney; Auckland: Doubleday, 1990), Re 
22:16–21. 


